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IT  IS  amazing  how  many  sportsmen 
still  do  not  believe  that  buck  deer 
shed  and  grow  new  antlers  every  year. 
It  is  true  that  this  is  a very  unusual 
phenomenon,  but  magic  or  not,  it 
happens  I 

Why  does  a buck  lose  his  antlers? 
I have  heard  many  hunters  discussing 
this  in  the  field  during  the  hunting 
season.  One  of  the  most  popular  mis- 
conceptions seems  to  be  that  the  ant- 
lers are  shed  after  the  first  prolonged 
cold  spell,  a spell  so  severe  that  the 
antlers  freeze  and  drop  oflE.  If  this  is 
true,  why  don’t  all  males  shed  them 
at  the  same  time?  Obviously  this  is  not 
the  case;  many  retain  their  antlers 
well  into  late  winter.  Remember  when 
vou  heard  of  that  six-  or  eight-point 
Duck  seen  in  February,  or  perhaps 
March?  Did  you  ever  see  a “spike” 
then?  Why  not? 

We  don’t  have  all  the  answers  for 
why  antlers  are  shed  and  when,  but 
we  have  a few  leads.  Much  work  has 
been  done  on  the  growth  of  antlers, 
and  several  interesting  facts  have 
come  to  light  as  by-products  of  these 
investigations. 


Speaking  of  hght,  this  has  much  to 
do  with  the  growth  and,  we  suspect, 
the  loss  of  antlers.  It  has  been  pointed 
out  by  many  workers  dealing  with  the 
biology  of  deer  that  antler  growth  is 
what  might  be  termed  a “secondary 
sex  characteristic.” 

The  early  antler  growth  in  spring  is 
stimulated  by  slight  changes  in  the 
activity  of  glands  responsible  for  se- 
creting male  hormones.  These  changes 
are  not  great  enough  to  stimulate  in- 
terest in  sex  activity,  however,  even 
while  the  antler  growth  progresses. 

As  late  spring  and  early  summer  ap- 
proaches, the  glandular  changes,  re- 
sponsible for  initiating  the  antler 
growth  several  months  earlier,  increase 
in  tempo  and  effect  causing  the  antler 
to  attain  maximum  size  rapidly,  to 
harden,  and  to  lose  the  velvety  cov- 
ering. 

These  body  changes  not  only  result 
in  the  animal  becoming  the  “lordly 
male”  of  fantasy  but  also  cause  the 
“Bull  of  the  Woods”  to  become  more 
aggressive.  He  shows  an  increasing 
desire  to  engage  in  physical  combat, 
although  at  first  his  desire  may  be 
satisfied  by  “pushing  around”  a few 
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IN  THE  VELVET  is  this  healthy  buck.  He 
may  be  on  his  way  to  growing  a huge  rack, 
or  he  may  finish  up  with  four  or  six  points. 
At  present  (June)  he  has  only  developed  a 
portion  of  his  rack-to-be. 

trees.  This  activity  accounts  for  the 
“buck  rubs”  with  which  most  deer 
hunters  are  familiar. 

By  this  time  his  interest  in  sex  has 
become  aroused,  reaching  its  peak  dur- 
ing the  month  of  November.  Shortly 
thereafter,  because  most  of  the  ehgible 
females  will  have  been  bred,  his  sex 
activity  wanes;  whereupon  the  “lordly 
male”  loses  his  antlers— and  his  mas- 
culinity. I imagine  he  might  feel  some- 
what like  Samson  who,  when  he  lost 
his  hair,  lost  his  strength  and  his 
woman.  All  of  these  changes  in  the 
male  deer  have  been  influenced  by 
secretions  within  the  body  as  a result 
of  glandular  activity. 


Shed  Males  in  Antlerless  Harvest 


The  changes  in  glandular  activity 
have  been  found  to  be  influenced  by 
the  amount  and  intensity  of  light  pres- 
ent during  the  various  seasons  of  the 
year  — not  by  temperature  changes. 
Therefore,  we  can  eliminate  freezing 
as  the  cause  of  antler  shedding  and 
establish  the  influence  of  light  as  one 
of  the  causes,  if  not  the  cause.  Re- 
member, December  21,  the  first  day 
of  winter,  is  our  “shortest”  day  of  the 


year.  It  is  around  this  time  that  most 
males  start  losing  their  racks. 

Why  don’t  all  males  shed  their  ant- 
lers at  the  same  time?  The  earliest 
shedding  date  reported  for  Pennsyl- 
vania has  been  November  27.  Many 
sportsmen  report  deer  with  loose  ant- 
lers or  an  antler  shed  during  the  early 
part  of  the  legal  deer  season,  but 
many  bucks  retaining  antlers  have 
been  observed  as  late  as  March.  The 
reason  appears  to  be  that  as  long  as 
the  adult  male  keeps  his  breeding 
vigor,  he  will  retain  his  antlers.  Here 
again  our  studies  to  date  have  pointed 
up  the  importance  of  a good  diet.  A 
well  fed  and  healthy  male  will  retain 
his  breeding  vigor  longer,  and  in  some 
cases  much  longer,  than  his  associates 
merely  existing  on  an  inadequate  diet. 

One  item  of  interest  to  sportsmen  is 
the  per  cent  of  adult  males  that  shed 
both  their  antlers  before  the  antlerless 
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ANTLERLESS  BUCK  can  be  identified  in 
the  late  fall  and  winter  by  the  pedicel  from 
which  the  antler  has  dropped.  Each  year 
buck  deer  lose  their  antiers  and  only  the 
pedicel  remains  to  tell  the  story. 


season.  Again  we  have  little  direct 
knowledge  of  how  extensive  this  early 
shedding  is,  but  we  do  have  some  in- 
dication. Over  the  past  ten  years,  we 
have  found  that  during  the  antlerless 
seasons  the  per  cent  of  shed  bucks 
has  averaged  about  two  per  cent  of  the 
annual  harvest,  the  extremes  being  1.1 
per  cent  and  2.9  per  cent.  This  is  the 
per  cent  of  shed  bucks  found  during 
hunting  season  examinations  by  Game 
Commission  personnel.  If  these  per- 
centages are  applied  to  the  total  ant- 
lerless harvest  as  reported  by  sports- 
men at  the  close  of  the  season,  we  find 
that  400  to  1,000  adult  males  or  “shed 
bucks”  are  harvested  during  the  spe- 
cial season.  By  comparing  these  num- 
bers to  the  estimated  adult  male  pop- 
ulation prior  to  the  hunting  season, 
we  can  theorize  that,  on  the  average, 
only  about  .8  per  cent  of  all  adult 
males  will  lose  their  racks  prior  to 
the  antlerless  season. 

Eventually,  each  winter,  to  all  elu- 
sive males  that  escape  the  hunter  dur- 
ing the  antlered  season,  the  inevitable 
happens  — he  becomes  JUST  AN- 
OTHER DEER,  However,  there  must 
be  comfort  in  knowing  that  there  will 
be  another  year— and  a new  and  per- 
Revrintea  from  MA  Y,  1962,  issxte 
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BUCK  RUB  is  shown  here  where  a buck 
deer  polished  his  antlers  and  perhaps  re- 
moved some  remaining  velvet  in  prepara- 
tion for  battle  with  other  bucks  and  the 
attention  of  the  opposite  sex. 


haps  more  beautiful  rack  to  display. 
( Pitman-Robertson  Project  W-48-R: 
The  White-tailed  Deer  Study.) 
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JflNUARV  FINDS  THE  DEER  HERDS 
YARDED  UP  FOR  THE  MOST  CRITICAL 
TIME  OF  THE  YEAR.  HoW  MANY  WILL 
SURVIVE  DEPENDS  UPON  THE  AVAIL- 
ABLE SUPPLY  OF  BROWSE  E MAST 


WAV  IS  THE  MONTH  IN  WHICH  MOST 
FAWNS  ARE  BORN.  BEDDED  DOWN  ON  THE 
FOREST  FLOOR  THEY  ARE  WELL  PROTECTED 
BY  THEIR  SPOTTED  COATS. 


JULY  The  BUCKS' ANTLERS 
ARE  SROWm RAPIDLY,  AND 
ARE  SOFT  AND  THICK  UNDER 
THEIR  VELVET' COVERING. 


SEPTEMSER  The  FAWNS' SPOTS 

HAVE  GRADUALLY  FADED  AWAY.  MAKING 
THE  YOUNGSTERS  MINATURE  REPLICAS 
OF  THEIR  MOTHERS. 


nOUEMBER  The  BUCKS, 

WHH POLISHED  ANTLERS  AND 
SWOLLEN  NECKS.  ARE  SEEKING 
MATES  AND  FIGHTING  RIVALS 
WITH  EQUAL  ARDOR 


OCTOBER  FINDS  THE  BUCKS 
RUBBING  THE  VELVET  OFF  THEIR 
FULLY  DEVELOPED  ANTLERS. 


JANUARY  The  BUCKS  HAVE  SHED 
THEIR  ANTLERS  AND  THE  SNOW  LIES 
DEEP  AS  THE  NEW  YEAR  USHERS  IN 
ANOTHER  SEASON  OF  COLD  A HUNGER 


